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PREFACE

This Note analyzes the evolution of Soviet concepts of and capabilities for limited
nuclear war, Western assessments of these concepts and capabilities, and the basis on which
the assessments have been made. It covers the period from 1954, when the Soviets first
began to adapt their military strategy to the nuclear age, 1o the present. A version of this
analysis is to be published as a chapter in Decoding the Enigma: Methodology for the Study
of Military Policy, edited by Cynthia Roberts, Jack Snyder, and Wamer Schilling.

During the period in which the author conducted the research for this study, he was
simultaneously engaged in related work under the National Security Strategies Program of
Project AIR FORCE. While not formally a product of that research, which is being reported
in other RAND studies, the present Note relates to portions of it. The study should be of
interest to Air Force personnel and other members of the policymaking and intelligence
communities concemed with Soviet military strategy, both conventional and nuclear, now
and in the near future.
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SUMMARY

Sovlet doctrinal commentary on nuclear warfare Indicates an interest in
imposing some limitations on nuclear use for various political and military reasons.
The Soviets appear prepared, for example, to carry out nuclear strikes in one region
or theater while refraining from nuclear combat in other areas. They have also
discussed the possibllity of withholding strikes from urban-industrial areas In
nelghboring countries because they anticipate the conquest of these areas and their
possible use for postwar economic exploitation.

Yet the Soviets, for the most part, remain hostlie to the idea that a nuclear war
could be conducted in a highly fimited manner, that is, in the form of a series of
smaill-scale nuclear exchanges carrled out largely for bargalning purposes. Their
operational doctrine for theater warfare in Europe In particular retains a thinly
concealed preemptive predisposition as they remain determined to be the first to
launch a large-scale nuclear strike as a means to achieve a potentially decisive
military effect.

This Note analyzes apparent Soviet thinking about limited nuclear war over the past
three decades, Westem assessments of these views, and the basis on which these
interpretations have been made. It examines a wide range of factors, including technological
opportunities, domestic political considerations, historical tradition, and institutional
influences to establish a chronological context in which to interpret doctrinal statements and
other evidence.

The extensive Soviet writings on military doctrine, by both military and civilian
specialists, constitute the primary source materials for the analysis. In addition, the work
draws on a summary of lectures on Soviet nuclear warfare doctrine given at the Voroshilov
General Staff Academy in the mid-1970s. Finally, it considers the analyses of U.S.
specialists.

In seeking to identify Soviet attitudes toward limited nuclear war, the Note relies not
only on what the Soviets have written and trained for, but also their capabilities to mount
such operations. It also attempts to distinguish among Soviet views regarding the possibility
of mounting limited nuclear attacks designed to (1) encourage reciprocal restraint from the
enemy and (2) compel the enemy to capitulate short of total military defeat, rather than
simply operational limitations imposed for reasons of greater military efficiency in the
context of large-scale attacks.
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Between 1954 and 1959, the Soviets acquired their first nuclear weapons for
operational use. During most of that period, their arsenal was so small that they planned, in
case of war, to conduct their large-scale blitzkrieg offensive against Western Europe with a
combination of nuclear and conventional weapons.

Soviet nuclear capabilities grew significantly during the early 1960s, and military
spokesmen began to emphasize the role of the nuclear-armed Strategic Rocket Forces
(SRF). Soviet doctrine described an all-out global war in which the ballistic missiles of the
SREF as well as bombers controlled by Long-Range Aviation, would conduct a series of
massed strikes from the outset of hostilities; however, available Soviet doctrinal discussions
did not then and to this day still do not distinguish between massed strikes against targets in
Western Europe and those against targets in North America. Massed strikes carried out by
shorter-range operational and tactical ballisiic missiles and fighter-bombers in Europe and
Asia would have either accompanied or shortly followed these strategic salvos. Also in the
1960s, the Soviets specifically rejected the Kennedy administration’s “flexible response”
doctrine, and Marshal V. D. Sokolovskiy himself condemned Secretary of Defense
McNamara’s *“city-sparing” concept.

Sokolovskly and several other miiitary writers nevertheless began during the
1960s to hint at the possibliiity of limited theater war. Aware of the destructiveness of
nuclear war, the Soviet ieaders have appeared Inclined to avold war with the United
States altogether, and since the late 1960s, they have been prepared, should war
come, to try to contain it below the nuclear level. They have referred to conducting
major operations with conventional and, only if necessary, with theater nuclear weapons.
During arms control negotiations with U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger in summer
1972, Soviet General Secretary Brezhnev even proposed a U.S.-Soviet agreement to eschew
nuclear strikes against each other’s homeland.!

Although they have repeatediy criticized U.S. strategies for limited nuclear
war, the Sovliets are well aware of the varlous concepts for limitation discussed In
Western theoretical literature and embodied in U.S. and NATO military preparations.
In 1974, former Secretary of Defense Schlesinger told a congressional committee,
apparently based on classified intelligence, that “in their exercises the Soviets have indicated
a far greater interest in the notions of controlled nuclear war and nonnuclear war than has
ever before been reflected in Soviet doctrine.”?

1See Henry A. Kissinger, Years of Upheaval, Little, Brown & Co., Boston, 1982, p.
271.

2U.S. Congress, Senate, Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, Hearings, 93d Cong.,
2d sess., March 14 and April 4, 1974, p. 183.
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Since 1975, we have seen littie Soviet military writing dealing in any detail with
nuclear or conventional war at the Intercontinental level. Soviet writers are devoting
far more time and space now to the operational art and tactics of theater war. These
writings, as well as Westemn intelligence sources, indicate that the Soviets have developed
comprehensive doctrinal concepts, made new organizational arrangements, and improved
force capabilities to conduct a large-scale theater offensive in Western Europe, waged solely
with conventional weapons. Zapad-81 was the first large-scale training ¢xercise limited to
conventional conflict, without simulated escalation to the nuclear level.

At the same time, Soviet public discussions of the possibility of limited nuclear
warfare have been limited to a few references. The Voroshilov Academy lecture materials
of the mid-1970s provide a partial exception.3

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, the public declarations of top Soviet civilian
and military leaders consistently rejected the possibility ot a limited nuclear war. They
accused the United States of seeking to place itself in a position of being able to initiate a
nuclear conflict in Europe that would include strikes against the Soviet Union while the
United States would itself be spared. Since Gorbachev became general secretary, the
heavy emphasis on the suicidal dangers of nuclear war has similarly discouraged
any Soviet public endorsement of the possiblility that a nuclear war, once begun,
might be limited.

Over the past decade, Soviet political and military leaders have emphasized
the idea that the Soviet Union is committed to a defensive miiitary doctrine that
threatens no one. The major features of this defensive posture include (1) a unilateral
Soviet pledge to eschew first use of nuclear weapons; (2) strong support of peace
movements opposing U.S. ams programs, in particular, the deployment of the neutron
bomb, the Pershing II, and ground-launched cruise missiles in Westemn Europe; and (3)
active sponsorship of increasingly ambitious arms control proposals.

3The U.S. Government recently made selected portions of these materials avaiixble
to selected specialists. See, for example, Notra Trulock III, “Weapons of Mass Destruction
in Soviet Military Strategy,” a paper presented at the Joint Conference on Soviet Military
Strategy in Europe, Oxfordshire, England, September 24-25, 1984, and Trulock, “Soviet
Perspectives on Limited Nuclear Warfare,” in Fred S. Hoffman et al., Swords and Shields:
NATO, the USSR, and New Choices for Long-Range Offense and Defense, Lexington
Books, Lexington, Mass., 1987, pp. 53-85. The National Defense University, Washington,
D.C., is publishing these materials in an English translation.
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Since 1987, we have seen a spate of Soviet commentaries, including several major
speeches by Gorbachev, explaining the Soviet aspiration to achieve a state of “reasonable
sufficiency” in defense. With regard to nuclear weapons, the sufficiency objectives include
an effort to maintain superpower nuclear parity while making deep cuts which are said to be
aimed ultimately at the complete elimination of nuclear weapons throughout the world.
These commentaries completely reject the idea of fighting a suicidal nuclear war.

This new public stance on the unacceptabliity of nuclear war has not,
however, produced significant change in the operational dimension of Soviet military
doctrine. Soviet political leaders continue to call on the Soviet Ammed Forces not only to
prevent war, but to prepare to fight such a war. With regard to force capabilities, the
Sovlets have engaged since 1975 in yet another nuclear force expansion and
modernization, as well as a major upgrade of their capabilities for conventional war.
The Kremlin may now have the option to wage nuclear war in Europe in a way that
could decrease the likelihood of Western retallation against the Soviet homeland.

In summary, we may draw the following conclusions:

*  Given thelr large, diverse, and highly capable nuclear strike capabliities,
supported by a highly centralized and generally resilient command and
control system, the Soviets could—if they chose to—readily employ their
nuclear attack forces with various self-imposed constraints.

¢  Desplte thelr strong declaratory stands and doctrinal predilection for
massed strikes, the Soviets might be prepared to undertake some limited
nuclear operations designed to contain the conflict at less than an all-
out, general nuclear war, as long as the Western nuclear powers were
prepared to observe simiiar fimits.

¢ Yet the Soviets continue to declare In their political commentaries and
writings on operational mllitary doctrine that they are not prepared to
engage in highly limited nuclear warfare for symbolic or bargaining
purposes In elther a theater war or at the intercontinental level.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Since the Soviet Union began to adapt its military strategy to the nuclear age in the
mid-1950s, Westem analysts have sought to discern the Soviets’ doctrinal preferences for
the employment of their nuclear arsenal in the event of war. In light of the development of
American concepts, official and unofficial, regarding the possibility that the superpowers
might observe certain reciprocal restraints in their use of nuclear weapons, these analysts
have been particularly interested in discovering Soviet views regarding limitations on the use
of nuclear weapons in war.

This Note analyzes apparent Soviet thinking about limited nuclear war over the past
three decades, Western assessments of these views, and the basis on which these
interpretations have been made. Before tracing the evolution of Soviet views on limited
nuclear warfare, however, it is useful to review the overall approach of this analysis, the
various types of evidence that have been used to reach its judgments, and certain definitional
problems associated with discussions of “limited” nuclear war.

The Note uses a broad contextual approach involving the examination of a wide
range of factors, including technological opportunities, domestic political considerations,
historical tradition, and institutional influences to build a chronological context in which to
interpret doctrinal statements and other evidence. It also pays close attention to such key
concepts as the distinction that the Soviets draw between the military-technical and
sociopolitical dimensions of their military doctrine and to the relative authoritativeness of
various Soviet sources for the articulation of operational concepts. With regard to
authoritativeness, the approach assumes, for example, that the statements of senior military
officers that appear in Voyennaya mysl’ (Military Thought), the restricted-circulation journal
published by the General Staff, are a much more reliable guide to Soviet operational
concepts for war than the ideological tracts written by military “philosophers” of the Main
Political Administration of the Soviet Army and Navy that appear in Kommunist
vooruzhennykh sil’ (Communist of the Armed Forces) or than critiques of U.S. doctrine
prepared by civilian specialists working in foreign affairs institutes of the Academy of
Sciences.!

1In the late 1980s, a small group of civilian specialists began to try to shape Soviet
military policy. Their writings have focused on the requirements for nuclear deterrence and
said little about the employment of nuclear weapons should war occur.
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This approach does not, of course, limit itself to interpretation of declaratory
statements and the context in which they appear. It also examines the evolution of the
USSR 's military capabilities, its organizational arrangements for the employment of its
forces and, when available, employment concepts as reflected in Soviet command post and
field training exercises.

The extensive Soviet writings on Soviet military doctrine constitute the primary
source materials for analyzing Soviet views on limited nuclear operations. This declaratory
doctrine is set forth in books and articles appearing in military periodicals authored by Soviet
professional military officers. These authors include both senior commanders and a sizable
group of specialists, most of whom are colonels and generals holding advanced degrees in
military science and associated with the General Staff or the prestigious senior service
academies located in Moscow.?

In addition, a few U.S. analysts have recently gained access to a summary of a series
of lectures on Soviet doctrine for nuclear warfare that apparently were presented by senior
Soviet cfficers to students attending the Voroshilov Academy of the General Staff in the mid-
1970s.3 These materials depict in detail the salient dimensions of a future war and discuss
the various operations that the Soviets would have to undertake to win such a conflict.

Western analysts have found references in this voluminous material to the possibility
that the Soviets might engage in a limited nuclear war and descriptions of how and why they
might observe these limitations. In addition, these analysts have found quotations that
appear consistent with the spirit and process of nuclear limitation, although the statements
themselves often make no direct reference to such warfare. Finally, soine researchers have

2The most famous of these are the prestigious Voroshilov Academy of the General
Staff, which falls under the supervision of the chief of the General Staff, and the Frunze
Academy, the senior service school run by the Ground Forces. These academies, equivalent
to U.S. “war colleges,” are institutions attended by the most promising colonels, naval
captains, and junior flag rank officers, some of whom are destined to rise to leading posts in
the Soviet Armed Forces.

3These materials were initially made accessible by the U.S. Government to selected
specialists, including Notra Trulock Il and Phillip Petersen. See, for example, Notra
Trulock III, “Weapons of Mass Destruction in Soviet Military Strategy,” a paper presented
at the Joint Conference on Soviet Military Strategy in Europe, Oxfordshire, England,
September 24-25, 1984, and Trulock, “Soviet Perspectives on Limited Nuclear Warfare,” in
Fred S. Hoffman et al., Swords and Shields: NATQ, the USSR, and New Choices for
Long-Range Offense and Defense, Lexington Books, Lexington, Mass., 1987, pp. 53-85.
The National Defense University, Washington, D.C., is publishing sclected portions of these
materials in an English translation.
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employed Kremlinological techniques to interpret various claims regarding the capabilities
of particular weapons systems or services or alterations in previously standard formulations
regarding targeting lists or tvpes of military operations the Soviets say they plan to undertakc
as evidence of major policy shifts relating to Soviet views on limited nuclear weapons
employment.*

Many Soviet discussions of Soviet military doctrine also contain descriptions and
criticisms of such U.S. military concepts as massive retaliation, flexible response, escalation,
and direct confrontation. Some of these critical reviews of U.S. concepts are followed by
further commentary on limited nuclear war.

In addition, a small group of military and civilian specialists have written books and
articles devoted entirely to the detailed examination of U.S. and allied military concepts.?
These descriptions of foreign concepts, as discussed below, are sometimes treated not as
sources of insight regarding Soviet views of Westemn military plans and preferences, about
which they are ostensibly written, but rather as surrogates reflecting the predispositions of
the Soviets themselves on the matters under discussion.b

A third, possible source of insight into Soviet views on limited nuclear war cited by
Westemn analysts is the writings of Soviet military and civilian commentators about the
ideology and likely consequences rather than the conduct of nuclear war. This specialized
literature on what the Soviets call the sociopolitical dimension of military doctrine is
produced largely by military officers holding degrees in philosophical science and affiliated
with the Main Political Administration of the Soviet Army and Navy. Some civilian
commentators on foreign affairs and arms control matters have expressed views on these
questions as well. The use of this material on the ideological character and potential

4See Notra Trulock, “Soviet Perspectives on Limited Nuclear Warfare,” op. cit.; and
Benjamin S. Lambeth, Selective Nuclear Operations and Soviet Strategy, The RAND
Corporation, Santa Monica, Calif., P-5506, September 1975.

SMost of the civilian specialists are connected with either the Institute of the Study of
the United States and Canada (IUSAC) or the Institute of World Economy and Intemational
Relations (IMEMO), both located in Moscow.

This presumes, of course, that the Soviet specialists who prepare these
commentaries on U.S. and NATO doctrine, including civilians such as Henry Trofimenko of
IUSAC and Alexei Arbatov of IMEMO, are well informed about Soviet plans and
predispositions for the employment of nuclear weapons. Despite the apparent disposition of
some of these civilian academics in recent years to influence Soviet defense policy,
members of this group continue to deny explicitly having such knowledge of Soviet
operational doctrine. And, given the secrecy and security precautions that generally
surround Soviet defense matters, their denials are, in my view, likely to be valid.
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winnability of nuclear war to identify Soviet operational preferences regarding the conduct
of such a war requires considerable ingenuity in interpretation. Moreover, it must also rest
on the dubious assumption that these military philosophers and civilian commentators are
privy to official Soviet views regarding the operational employment of nuclear weapons.

Other potentially valuable information on Soviet predispositions for the conduct of
nuclear warfare comes from the scenarios that the Soviets use in their command post and
field training exercises. Krasnaya zvezda (Red Star) and periodicals like Voyennyy vestnik
(Military Herald) frequently carry articles describing limited sequences of events in tactical
exercises. In addition, in connection with the conduct of large-scale field exercises, the
Soviets have often run regular commentaries in the daily press and sometimes published
books describing the exercises as a whole after their completion.” These materials provide
important evidence regarding (1) Soviet preparations since the mid-1960s for the possibility
of waging a large-scale conventional conflict without nuclear weapons and (2) the tactical
coordination of various force elements to carry out individual missions.® Unfortunately,
they have not yet shed light on Soviet attitudes regarding the limitations that they might
observe in the conduct of a nuclear war.

Former Secretary of Defense James R. Schlesinger indicated that the U.S.
intelligence community has apparently gleaned useful information on these questions from
classified analyses of Soviet exercise activities. In 1974, he told a congressional committee
in an often-cited quote that, “in their exercises the Soviets have indicated far greater interest
in the notions of controlled nuclear war and nonnuclear war than has ever before been
reflected in Soviet doctrine.™® Unfortunately, this rather cryptic observation fails to tell us
the kinds of limitations in nuclear employment that were apparently detected. Moreover, we
have heard nothing more from U.S. Govemment spokesmen about Soviet exercise behavior
relevant to these matters since 1974.

See Maj. Gen. A. 1. Skryl'nik (ed.), “Zapad-81" (West-81), Voyenizdat, Moscow,
1982.

8See, for example, the articles by Lt. Col. Yu. Chumakov, “Swiftness and
Relentlessness of the Offensive,” Maj. Gen. A. Gal’tsev, “Introducing the Second Echelon,”
and Col. Yu. Kudachkin, “Swiftness of Action and Defense of Troops,” in Voyennyy
vestnik, No. 1, 1983, pp. 22-26, No. 3, 1983, pp. 33-36, and No. 5, 1983, pp. 81-84,
respectively.

9U.S. Congress, Senate, Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, Hearings before the
Subcommittee on U.S. Security Agreements and Commitments Abroad and the
Subcommittee on Arms Control, International Law and Organization of the Committee on
Foreign Relations, 93d Cong., 2d sess., March 14 and April 4, 1974, p. 183.
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In seeking to identify Soviet attitudes toward limited nuclear war, we should consider
not only what the Soviets have said and apparently trained for in this regard, but also their
capabilities to mount such operations. These capabilities include the availability of timely
intelligence on the location and status of potential targets, the number and character—accuracy,
yicld, readiness, and the probability of successful delivery—of their nuclear strike capabilities,
and the relative flexibility and survivability of command and control arrangements that they
might use to support limited attacks against various enemy targets.

Clearly, Soviet capabilities along all these dimensions have grown significantly over
} the past three decades. Most observers agree that, by the late 1970s, the Soviets had
acquired substantial intelligence, command and control, and strike capabilities at the tactical,
operational, and strategic levels—capabilities that could enable them to execute highly
controlled, flexible, and diverse nuclear employment options.

Moreover, the procedures and capabilities that the Soviets have developed to enable
them to maintain tightly centralized control over the initial launching of a series of massed
nuclear strikes—the predominant Soviet pattern of nuclear use discussed in their declaratory
doctrine—provide an inherent capability for highly controlled, selective employment at lesser
levels as well. Whatever the state of Soviet declaratory doctrine and, for that matter, their
contingency planning regarding limited nuclear warfare, these capabilities provide the basis
for such limited strikes, be they planned in advance or decided upon in the heat of battle.
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. PROBLEMS OF DEFINITION

In addition to problems of evidence, most Western discussions of Soviet attitudes
regarding limited nuclear war have suffered from an absence of clarity regarding just what
possible limitations in nuclear use one is seeking to detect. In the most general sense, any
option for nuclear warfare that falls deliberately short of the simultaneous use of all available
nuclear weapons in an indiscriminate manner against the full range of the enemy’s military,
political, and economic assets located throughout his territory and other parts of the world
reflects some form of conscious “limitation” in nuclear weapons employment.

Even the most bloody-minded Soviet scenario for global nuclear war describing a
fight to the death between the socialist and capitalist orders, with each side employing its
nuclear arsenal in massed attacks against the full range of the other’s targets at the front and
deep in the rear in just a few days, falls short of “unlimited” nuclear conflict. For even in
this scenario, Soviet military writers have consistently spoken of repeated salvos of nuclear
strikes at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels spread over several days and have
recognized the need t» employ weapons selectively to achieve specific military effects
against targets to which they assign high priority. In general, however, the conscious control
or limitation of nuclear operations portrayed in Soviet operational doctrine consistently
involves large-scale attacks from the outset of hostilities as a means to achieve desired
military and political effects.

Westem observers studying Soviet attitudes toward limited nuclear conflict have not,
in most cases, concemed themselves with operational limitations in the context of large-
scale attacks designed simply to facilitate other military operations and to optimize the
desired destructive effects of nuclear strikes. Rather, they have largely sought to discover
Soviet views regarding the possibility of mounting limited nuclear attacks designed to (1)
encourage reciprocal restraint from the enemy and (2) compel the enemy to capitulate short
of having been totally defeated militarily.

Limitations imposed in pursuit of these objectives could involve the selection of the
types and numbers of nuclear weapons employed, the character of the targets struck, and the
geographic areas subjected to attack. Certain limited nuclear employment patterns could, of

course, serve all of these purposes—operational utility, damage containment, and coercive
bargaining—simultaneously.
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Once having established that less than all-out—that is, some form of limited,
selective—employment is being considered, it would still be useful io know what types of
limitations, particularly with regard to the number of weapons involved, their point of origin,
and likely targets, the Soviet military commanders who must carry out and the senior
political leaders who must make the ultimate choices about the conduct of Soviet nuclear
operations are most likely to contemplate. Consequently, in the discussion that follows, we
will seek to identify what types of limitations in nuclear employment, if any, the Soviets are
most likely to implement and what appear to be the predominant motivations behind Soviet
concepts of limited nuclear use.




. THE EVOLUTION OF SOVIET VIEWS ON
LIMITED NUCLEAR WAR

1954-1959: EMERGING NUCLEAR CAPABILITIES

The Soviets themselves identify the period between 1954 and 1959 as one in which
they first began to adapt their thinking to the nuclear age.! During this period, they acquired
their first nuclear weapons for operational military use and slowly built up their stockpile to
some 1000 to 1200 tactical, operational, and longer-range strategic weapons by the end of
the decade.2 They could deliver these weapons by bombers and first-generation missile
systems of various ranges.

Throughout most of this period, their nuclear arsenal was so small that the Soviets
had no altemative but to plan to carry out their large-scale blitzkrieg offensive into Western
Europe, modeled on the successful operations against Nazi Germany and Japan in
1944-1945, with a combination of nuclear and conventional firepower. Soviet military
writings indicated that, had nuclear weapons been available and employed, the highest
priority strikes would have been undertaken in a series of massed attacks.

Shorter-range nuclear delivery systems—fighter-bombers and operational-tactical
missiles—would have been used to execute strikes throughout the depth of the enemy’s
defense in theaters of military operations directly adjacent to Soviet forces as a prelude to a
massive ground offensive designed to seize and occupy enemy territory. The longer-
range systems, largely the medium and heavy bombers of Long-Range Aviation, would have
attacked repeatedly in the enemy’s deep rear to destroy his military capabilities, especially
his nuclear-armed forces, and to disrupt his economy.3

1Col. Gen. M. Cherednichenko, “On the Features of the Development of Military Art
in the Postwar Period,” Voyenno-istoricheskiy zhurnal (Military History Journal), hereafter
cited as VIZh, No. 6, 1970, pp. 19-30.

2Stephen M. Meyer, Soviet Theater Nuclear Forces, Part 2: Capabilities and
Implications, Adelphi Papers, No. 187, Intemational Institute for Strategic Studies, London,
1984, p. 9. Much of the capabilities data in this paper are derived from Meyer's superb
work, which not only traces the evolution of Soviet theater nuclear force posture but also
provides pioneering analysis of the likely effectiveness of the Soviet nuclear arsenal over
time, when applied against NATO’s evolving target array.

3Lt Gen. S. N. Krasil’nikov, “On Questions about the Character of Modem War,” in
Marksizm-leninizm o voine i armii (Marxism-Leninism on War and the Army), Voyenizdat,
Moscow, 1956, pp. 156-161. For the best Western accounts of Soviet strategy during this
period, see Raymond L. Garthoff, Soviet Strategy in the Nuclear Age (rev. ed.), Frederick A.
Praeger, New York, 1962, passim, and Herbert S. Dinerstein, War and the Soviet Union
(rev. ed.), Frederick A. Praeger, New York, 1962.
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Soviet military writings treated nuclear weapons, for the most part, as a new, more
powerful means of firepower, which by themselves would not decisively affect the outcome
of a war. The limited arsenal of Soviet nuclear weapons was to be employed promptly and
concentratedly from the outset of a major conflict in combination with other conventional
firepower to achieve maximum military effect.

At the same time, the great emphasis that the Soviets placed on the role of surprise
and preemption in the emerging nuclear age reflected their awareness of the potentially
revolutionary import of nuclear weapons on military strategy. During the mid-1950s, Soviet
military theorists wrote openly about the desirability of preventing a successful surprise
attack by preparing the Soviet Armed Forces to beat the enemy to the punch with
“preemptive surprise blows of terrible destructive force.””* Following the publication in the
United States of an article calling attention to these Soviet preemptive inclinations in 1958, a
prominent Soviet strategist vigorously denied any interest in a preemptive strategy.’ In the
wake of that exchange, the Soviets generally avoided explicit public discussions of their
possible interest in preemption, particularly at the strategic level, while continuing to
emphasize the utility of surprise, a practice they have continued up to the present day.

During the mid-1950s the Soviets displayed no interest in the possibility of imposing
special limitations on the conduct of nuclear attacks. The primary limitations would have
resulted from the pronounced scarcity of weapons available relative to the targets that Soviet
doctrine called for strikes against, both throughout the regional theaters around the periphery
of the USSR and in the United States.

On several occasions senior civilian leaders, including Khrushchev and Malenkov, as
well as military spokesmen, expressly rejected the possibility of intentionally keeping a war
in Europe within certain low-level tactical nuclear bounds; they argued that such uses would
inevitably cause extensive casualties and would very rapidly trigger massed nuclear use by
both sides.® Given the pronounced U.S. advantage in nuclear capabilities and the signs of

4Marshal of Tank Troops P. Rotmistrov, “On the Role of Surprise in Contemporary
War,” Voyennaya mysl’ (Military Thought), hereafter cited as VM, No. 2, 1955, p. 20, cited
in Dinerstein, War and the Soviet Union, p. 187.

5This exchange in which Herbert Dinerstein published the article cited in Foreign
Affairs, January 1958, and Amy Gen. V. Kurasov responded in Krasnaya zvezda (Red
Star), hereafter cited as KZ, April 27, 1958, is described in Dinerstein, War and the Soviet
Union, pp. 188-189, 209-211.

6See Garthoff, Soviet Strategy in the Nuclear Age, pp. 107-112.
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interest among American theorists at that time in a nuclear war limited to the use of tactical
weapons in the European theater, the Soviets not surprisingly sought to deter any U.S. move
to exploit its superior nuclear capabilities by emphasizing the likelihood that any nuclear use
whatsoever would lead to global nuclear war.

Had nuclear conflict occurred in Europe during the 1950s, Raymond Garthoff and
Stephen Meyer have suggested that the Soviets might well have planned to avoid carrying
out nuclear strikes against enemy economic-industrial complexes—strikes called for by their
doctrine—when these complexes were located within reach of Soviet ground forces.” This
restraint would have been imposed, they speculate, in the expectation that Soviet troops
would be able to capture these areas and thus allow the Soviet Union to utilize the industrial
facilities for their own benefit.

Such Soviet nuclear “city-sparing” in the Federal Republic of Germany, for example,
would have been particularly logical, and the possibility that the Soviets might have
contemplated such restraint is increased by the overabundance of potential Westem targets
in relation to the modest Soviet nuclear arsenal. Nevertheless, we have little evidence to
support Soviet interest in this approach, at least during that period. As best I can determine,
the evidence amounts to no more than the strong Soviet emphasis on countermilitary
targeting, combined with a single article that appeared in the Great Soviet Encyclopedia in
1956 suggesting that key “strategic objectives,” including industrial centers and economic
regions, could be forcibly seized without reference to their being bombed as well 8

1960-1965: THE NUCLEAR REVOLUTION

Soviet nuclear capabilities grew significantly in the early 1960s. Under substantial
pressure from Nikita Khrushchev, the dominant Party leader, the Soviet military entered a
turbulent period in which they made major adjustments in their military strategy.® In the
context of what their military writers called the revolution in military affairs, the Soviets
greatly increased their emphasis on the role of nuclear-armed missile forces, particularly

Ibid., pp. 71-75; Stephen M. Meyer, Soviet Theater Nuclear Forces, Part 1:
Development of Doctrine and Objectives, Adelphi Papers, No. 187, International Institute
for Strategic Studies, London, 1984, pp. 10-13.

8Garthoff, Soviet Strategy in the Nuclear Age, p. 73.

9Khrushchev never succeeded in gaining full acceptance of his more radical views
that would have oriented Soviet defense policy almost solely toward nuclear-armed missiles
and cut back heavily the size of the ground forces, the surface navy, and the manned bomber
force. For the best treatment of this period, see Thomas W. Wolfe, Soviet Strategy at the
Crossroads, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1965.
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those operated by the newly formed Strategic Rocket Forces (SRF). The troops of the SRF
manned the early-generation, central strategic intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs)
targeted largely against the United States, as well as the intermediate- and medium-range
ballistic missiles (IRBMs and MRBMs) covering theater targets in Europe, North Africa,
and the Far East.

The predominant Soviet doctrinal scenario described a world war between the
opposing social systems in which a series of massed strikes would be conducted from the
outset of hostilities during what was called the critical initial period of war. The regional
and intercontinental range ballistic missiles of the SRF, the medium and heavy bombers of
Long-Range Aviation, and the handful of submarines carrying ballistic missiles were to
carry out these strikes.

The strikes would cover the full range of enemy military, economic, and political
targets in the near regions of the contiguous theaters of military operations and throughout
the enemy’s deep rear. The Soviets assigned the highest priority in both of these arenas to
strikes on the enemy’s military capabilities, particularly those associated with the conduct of
nuclear operations. Yet, most doctrinal writings also called for simultancous massed attacks
throughout the depth of enemy territory designed to devastate his political-administrative
infrastructure and general economic system, thus breaking the enemy’s will and destroying
his overall capacity to resist.10

Soviet military writings have not, it is important to note, set forth a distinctive body of
concepts describing how the Soviet Union might conduct an intercontinental nuclear war
with the United States. Soviet doctrinal writings on the geographic focus of military
operations do not differentiate between strikes against targets in Europe and other regional
theaters and strikes against targets in North America. They distinguish instead among
nuclear strikes conducted against targets in three areas:

19The clearest expression of this is found in a passage that appeared in all three
editions of Marshal Sokolovskiy's Military Strategy. Responding to their own rhetorical
question whether “the defeat of the enemy’s armed forces or the annihilation and devastation
of targets in the deep rear in order to break up the organization of the coumry" should be the
main strategic goal of a war, the authors stated: “Soviet military strategy gives the followmg
answer to this question: both these goals should be achieved simultaneously. The
annihilation of the enemy’s armed forces, the destruction of targets deep in his terruory and
the disorganization of the country will be a single continsous process of the war.” Marshal
V. D. Sokolovskiy (ed.), Voyennaya strategiya (Military Strategy), 3d edition, revised and
expanded, Voyenizdat, Moscow, 1968, p. 244.
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e  Those carried out to support the combined-arms, air-land offensive in nearby
theaters by destroying targets in the immediate battle area and in the adjacent
operational rear of enemy forces fighting in continental theaters of military
operations immediately adjacent to the USSR and in Eastern Europe

e  Those associated with a war at sea in oceanic and maritime theaters of military
operations

¢  Those carried out against targets in the enemy’s “deep strategic rear.”

In a major war waged against the United States and its Western European allies, the
deep strategic rear would appear to encompass both the westem portions of the NATO
alliance in Europe, i.e., the westernmost parts of the Federal Republic of Germany, France,
~ the Low Countries, the United Kingdom, Spain, and Portugal, and the territory of the United

* States.!! Consequently, a mix of regional strategic systems—MRBMs and IRBMs, medium
bombers, and missiles carried on submarines patrolling within range of Westermn Europe-—and
intercontinental strategic systems—ICBMs, heavy bombers, and strategic submarines whose
missiles could reach U.S. territory—would strike NATO’s deep rear. This aggregated
treatment of NATO’s deep strategic rear prevents us from identifying Soviet targeting or
conflict-limiting strategies for operations carried out in Europe as differentiated from those
directed against the United States.

During the early 1960s, Soviet doctrinal discussions focused almost exclusively on
global nuclear war. Soviet military and civilian commentators, including Khrushchev,
consistently emphasized the idea that any armed conflict involving the Soviet Union and the
United States, even one that might begin with conventional weapons as a local war of
limited geographic scope, would almost “inevitably” escalate to a full-scale, worldwide
nuclear war within a matter of hours. They were particularly adamant regarding the
likelihood of rapid escalation to all-out nuclear conflict if war were to occur in the vital
European theater.

Soviet military doctrine of the early 1960s continued to largely reject the possibility
of limited nuclear war. As noted above, the vast majority of Soviet writings dealt with
global nuclear war involving massed nuclear strikes at the front and throughout the
“operational” and “deep” rear areas from the outset of hostilities and extensive land-
air offensive opcrations into adjacent theaters designed to exploit these strikes.

1'Meyer describes a geographic division along roughly comparable lines in Soviet
Theater Nuclear Forces, Part 1, p. 11,




